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Abstract: With the COVID-19 pandemic sweeping the world, there is an increased focus on inter-
generational relationships, community mental health issues, and well-being in community contexts.
This paper assesses the effectiveness of a co-creation approach for intergenerational integration at
the theoretical level. The study used a collaborative co-creation design method in the community
design process to explore whether the participation of community residents of all ages in addressing
community issues promoted communication and alleviated stereotyping between the various genera-
tions. This study was conducted in Shanghai’s Hongqiao New Village square, where we conducted
participatory research and co-creation workshops in response to the demand for the use of the public
space as a location for social interactions. The results showed that intervention in community creation
through collaborative design is conducive to promoting friendly relations among different age groups,
forming a sense of social security and thus enhancing social well-being. Finally, this paper combines
practical cases and theoretical models of collaborative co-creative design approaches to promote the
intergenerational integration of communities and is summarized from the input and output parts as
well as the influencing factors and constraints of the collaborative co-creative. In addition, it provides
new ideas on how to improve intergenerational relationships and form a positive and sustainable
community mental health environment in the future.

Keywords: community mental health; co-creation design; intergenerational integration; social
innovation; design method; design strategy

1. Introduction

Two common goals for community development come from broad group participation
and effective problem solving. Research has shown that groups with positive images,
positive experiences and positive attributions in social life also show higher self-esteem,
life satisfaction and happiness, and they are more likely to be involved in solving com-
munity problems. People with negative perceptions of the future, social experiences and
attributions are also prone to depression, dysfunction, helplessness and negative effects [1].
This shows that the relationship between cultivation and physical and mental guidance
for residents is an important part of the development process in creating communities.
Therefore, in communities composed of different generational age groups, maintaining
friendly community relations and guiding residents toward positive physical and mental
health are important trends being explored today.

Several pressing societal issues, including preventing social isolation and combatting
the problems associated with aging populations, can also be addressed through group
collaboration. Many initiatives, including the ‘All Age Society’ proposal of the World
Assembly on Aging and the activities associated with the European Year of Active Ageing
and Intergenerational Solidarity demonstrate an awareness of the unaddressed problems
associated with aging populations [2]. In this context, the development of intergenerational
practices becomes a mechanism through which to enhance intergenerational proximity,
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improve intergenerational understanding and communication, and foster a commitment to
reciprocity and solidarity [3]. As a result, discussions about intergenerational issues during
COVID-19 have been increasingly focused on and reshaped by the concepts of integration
and responsibility amongst the generations [4].

Research theories related to intergenerational issues mainly focus on the fields of
social psychology, mental health, sociology and communication, which are disciplines
that stress instinctive communication [5,6], although the promotion of intergenerational
identity requires a multidimensional form of integration, especially for psychological and
cultural integration [7]. However, there is little systematic discussion of how to intervene in
community creation through a complete design methodology for the sustainable dynamic
development of community in the future.

Meanwhile, this paper is an in-depth exploration of the phenomenon of intergenera-
tional disconnects, conflicts, and stereotypes by presenting them as a focus of community
public health research. Health is a relatively broad concept. In this paper, we focus on
community mental health because the literature and practice have shown that excessive
intergenerational disconnection and conflict have a negative impact on group mental health.
Positive intergenerational interactions (communication, social engagement) can contribute
positively to group mental health [8–10].

Therefore, how to improve the quality of intergenerational interactions through the
intervention of design methods and theories, and ultimately form a positive mental health
environment for the masses? This paper is a preliminary exploration of these questions.

In addition, co-creation design approaches are becoming increasingly popular in the
field of social design. These approaches are used to investigate, generate and develop new
ways to achieve collective social goals [11,12]. Co-design is based on concept of ‘radical
democracy’ [13], which focuses on the conflicting needs and interests of the public by
synergizing and integrating concepts in an open space.

As such, this study intervenes in the overall process of community design by adopting
a collaborative co-creation approach, using a public square in a Shanghai community as
a practical model to investigate whether residents can solve problems, mitigate negative
intergenerational emotions and improve intergroup relations by talking and collaborat-
ing with each other, thus modeling a co-creation design approach for intergenerational
community development.

2. Literature Review

We analyzed current trends from the multidisciplinary perspectives of design, so-
ciology, semiotics and psychology, and we systematically explored the ways that inter-
generational groups have built trusting relationships and constructed intergenerational
cognition [14].

2.1. Community Mental Health, Intergenerational Integration and Co-Creation Theory

The American Psychological Association defines community mental health as activities
that promote mental health in the community rather than in institutional centers [15]. The
main focuses of community mental health services are treatment, mitigation, relapse
avoidance, primary prevention and health promotion. The common denominator in these
directions is the focus on the complementary role of cultural (cross-cultural, etc.) elements
in the community framework. As a result, concepts such as community mental health
care [16] and community mental health team management were born [17]. This shows that
community diversity activities are effective in bringing residents together and mitigating
negative emotions in order to maintain positive and healthy community development.

Furthermore, what is the definition of intergenerational integration? The concept
has two distinct but interconnected meanings. The first relates to breaking through age
barriers and stipulates that a person’s age does not determine their societal role. The second
relates to cross-age interactions, or the co-participation of different age groups in collective
activities [18]. Both meanings stress the importance of intergenerational integration for both
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older and younger individuals. Intergenerational integration (I-I) enables older individuals
to enhance their well-being by participating more fully in society. These individuals can
contribute their experience, wisdom and expertise, and receive respect from younger people
for their contributions to society, thus breaking down age boundaries. Hagestad noted that
when young people understand the importance of giving to others, society develops in a
positive and sustainable direction by, for example, providing services for older adults [19].
In addition, the simple act of providing a space for older people to share their experiences
with younger people can promote mutual understanding and reduce discrimination.

Co-creation is an active, creative and social process that depends on the collaboration
of organizations and participants. Co-creation provides opportunities for all involved
and creates value for stakeholders [20–22]. The practice is centered on the process rather
than the result, and it can thus be used to build bridges for research teams that facilitate
participant integration and communication, which provides further creative inspiration.

In addition, co-creation’s contribution to the I-I of communities is multifaceted. Con-
cepts such as the link between democratic innovation and individualism are key in promot-
ing community co-creation. In communication studies, for example, adjustment strategies
such as integration and divergence are characterized by social convergence (collectivism)
rather than by individuality (individualism). Although the two adjustment strategies focus
on different elements, they both serve as effective approaches to fostering interpersonal
relationships. According to Calvo and De Rosa, ‘competitivism’ was a model of democracy
in which individuals were placed in a competitive space and driven by varying motivations
to express and direct themselves collectively and positively through interpersonal con-
frontation [23]. In this way, I-I is part of a dynamic process whereby the value of collective
wisdom is maximized, thus contributing to stable societal development.

2.2. The Relationship between Community Mental Health, Intergenerational Integration and
Co-Creation Theory

Firstly, intergenerational relationships are an important part of mental health improve-
ment, and we can achieve that by promoting intergenerational relationships that benefit
community mental health. The community is also experimenting with multiple approaches
to research, such as Biro-Hannah’s use of art to mitigate the psychological effects of the
body as a way to effectively manage multiple mental health and emotional problems [24];
Heather Gridley and others organize community arts choruses to promote public cohesion
among community residents and enhance their self-confidence, empowerment, well-being
and interpersonal skills [25]. In addition, in the current environment, the new crown
epidemic has changed the path of our lives and has also affected our mental health. Loss
of livelihoods and loved ones, social exclusion, and intergenerational tensions are more
prominent in the crisis [26]. Therefore, it is all the more important for us to take active
measures to meet critical tests and revitalize our communities.

Secondly, the goal of intergenerational integration is complex and includes a variety
of elements. These include promoting equal rights for all generations, emphasizing the
unique characteristics of each group, encouraging the various generations to communicate
with and learn from each other, cultivating a high sense of community belonging and
encouraging individuals to participate in the creation and development of the community.
As such, the process of promoting I-I in communities can be further subdivided into
four steps: facilitating communication, improving cognition, expressing individuality
and building trust relationships [27]. The direct correlation between collaborative co-
creation and social intergenerational integration led us to the following research hypothesis:
community groups of different ages facilitate intergenerational integration through mutual
communication and collaboration in a cycle of collective activity [28,29]. To verify this
hypothesis, we used an in-depth verification process for our findings (Figure 1).
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Figure 1

Figure 2

Figure 1. The Connectedness of Community Mental Health, Intergenerational Integration and
Co-Creation Theory.

Finally, we can see from the figure that the three are in a cascading relationship.
By promoting intergenerational integration through collaborative co-creation, we can
improve the mental health problems of community residents in order to form a positive
community environment.

3. Methods and Experiments

We proposed the theoretical validity of using co-creation to intervene in community
design as a means of promoting community intergeneration [30,31]. To further test the
validity of the theory, we carried out a practical project in a community in Shanghai, China,
in which we assessed the existing situation and the problems of residents across all age
groups regarding the use of a public plaza.

Intergenerational behavior in public spaces has been discussed globally in some depth.
Many scholars have pointed out that an overemphasis on age divisions and age-specific
institutions has led to increasing spatial and cultural distances between groups. This can
lead to increased ageism and other social problems associated with age [32]. To weaken the
intergenerational problems in the public space environment, scholars actively explore the
positive development of group relationships from the concepts of self-compassion, social
security, and grassroots innovation to generate a sense of psychological security through
multiple experiences of mutual care, support, collaboration, and comfort, which in turn
stimulates group innovation and enhances well-being [33–36].

Through the collaborative participation of the community members, we integrated
the concept of co-creation design into the overall research process to discover the essential
reasons for the emergence of conflicts in groups and generate effective ideas for the use of
the community square. We also verified whether the process had reduced stereotyping in
the community by the end of the experiment.

3.1. Project Background

The project began with a conflict in a neighborhood square. From 7 pm to 9 pm, the
square was in peak use, featuring a square dance senior group (elderly dancers) as well
as children and older people conversing. The disorderly trajectory of children moving in
and out of the dance area led to frequent conflicts between the dancers, the children, and
their parents. Children and dancers often collided physically with each other. Dancers
would prohibit children from moving around the public space to avoid the potential for
such collisions. The parents would then argue with the dancers that it was a public space,
and their children had a right to use it. Neither side was willing to give way. In the long
run, intergenerational relationships in the community have gradually deteriorated and
have had a degree of negative impact on each other. As a result, few people participated in
community activities. These problems had negative effects on neighborhood relations and
on the friendly and sustainable development of the community.

The contradictory understandings of the purpose of the public plaza reflected the
diverse needs of the community residents who used it. In response to the issues raised by
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the community members, we devised the following questions: (1) How can researchers
comprehensively ascertain the thoughts and feelings of a group on a particular subject?
and (2) What methods can be used to provide residents with a platform to express their
views and cultivate a sense of belonging and respect across the community? We began our
experiments based on the above questions.

3.2. Project Process
3.2.1. Input: Participatory Research Activity

We used the participatory research method to explore the use of the plaza by commu-
nity residents. Considering that communal activities took place mainly on weekends, we
introduced the concept of community days by conducting multiple activities designed to
encourage groups to interact. During the initial research phase, one-on-one interviews with
semi-structured roles (researcher and respondent) were changed to a role-free approach
using research cards, which was gamified to improve the participation of community
residents. This modification allowed the participants to freely choose the discussion topics
in which they were interested, thereby enabling them to articulate their true needs.

With the theme of ‘Community Truth or Dare’, we set up questions relating to the
theme of the public square, ranging from the dimensions of the plaza to intergenerational
relationships and unrestrained thinking. The research questions were based on the charac-
teristics of the local community environment and combined the Mental Health Scale and the
Intergenerational Attitude Scale to explore the real demands of the community residents.
Furthermore, we need to understand the mental health of the local residents, thus laying
the foundation for the subsequent design of the intervention [37,38]. The Mental Health
Scale focused on “intergenerational tension and sensitivity”, “psychological imbalance”
and “hostility” factors [39].

These questions were presented in the form of cards and combined with more practical
issues of community spaces such as plazas, pavilions and fitness areas, to improve their
readability. Participants answered the questionnaire according to its content or followed the
instructions to complete the corresponding tasks. Examples include high-fiving strangers
in the square, taking pictures together, playing games, etc. In addition, the cards featured a
plaza map to orientate community members in the plaza space.

A total of 30 local residents participated in the project. To ensure a relatively balanced
number of participants in each age group, there were 10 children (10–18 years), 6 young-
aged (18–35 years) (Y), 8 middle-aged (35–59 years) (M), and 6 older (59 years above) (O)
participants. This categorization aided us in the interview statistics analysis and data
analysis phases (Figure 2).

3.2.2. Output: Co-Creation Workshop

We held a co-creation workshop and invited 30 residents who had participated in
the participatory research activity to complete the co-creation activities. The theme of this
workshop was “Build our own community square”, in which participants collaborated,
discussed and designed their own ideal community public space (concept plan). The pur-
pose of the workshop was to understand local residents’ vision of the future of community
space and to provide solutions to the problems of daily community square space. It was an
attempt to build an effective communication platform to encourage participants from all
generations to express their true thoughts. Through collaborative discussions, participants
would be able to promote mutual awareness and help alleviate stereotypes.

The workshop process featured topics that elaborate on impressions of the community
as a way to trigger empathy between groups. We set up intergenerational collaboration
sessions and arranged a Professional Mental Health Facilitator. On the one hand, they
solved the psychological confusion of the participants. On the other hand, they improved
the quality and efficiency of intergenerational communication in the co-creation process.
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Figure 1

Figure 2Figure 2. Community participatory research site.

In the design of the toolkits, we used Geographical Information Systems (GIS) to
accurately create a spatial map of the local community, which was used as the basis for
the co-creation workshop [40,41]. In addition, to ensure that participants of all ages can
identify spatial orientation and recognize each location, we tried to recreate the situation
as much as possible from the visual aspect. We also introduced the map to the residents
in a comprehensive manner during the workshop so that participants could develop
spatial awareness.

We divided the residents into three mixed-age groups and hired professional facilita-
tors to assist the participants in completing the follow-up activities. We designed toolkits
for each phase of the co-creation process to ensure the effectiveness of the collaboration,
enhance visualization of communications and provide a practical space for the participants
to complete the tasks. Some of the toolkits can be found below (Figure 3).

During the co-creation workshop (Figure 4), we noted that residents of all ages voiced
their needs and expressed their opinions about the ideal uses of the square. Although
the discussions featured differences and heated debates, the dual effects of the toolkit
and the facilitator were that participants were able to reach a consensus and generate
many creative and rich solutions. The process is shown in the figure below. After the
participatory research and co-creation workshops, we conducted in-depth interviews with
the participants.

3.2.3. Community Square Exhibition

Furthermore, to enable the community to fully understand each other’s ideas, we visu-
alized the prelude information from the pre-participatory research and the conceptual plan
output from the co-creation workshop, and we selected the local community public square
as the exhibition venue. Finally, we asked the residents to fill in the same questionnaire
once again (Figure 5). In the follow-up survey, we found that there was a decrease in the
number of conflicts in the square during the night when young people danced together
with older residents (Figure 6).
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Figure 3. Co-creation workshop toolkits.

Version October 9, 2022 submitted to Journal Not Specified 3 of 6

Figure 3

Figure 4

Figure 4. Co-creation workshop flow.
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Figure 5

Figure 6

Figure 5. Community square exhibition.
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Figure 5

Figure 6Figure 6. Community residents of all ages dancing together in a public square.

In addition, many of the interviewees indicated their belief that the co-creation ap-
proach facilitated communication and led to a deeper understanding of other groups’ ideas,
resulting in a gradual reduction in intergenerational prejudice. Moreover, the combination
of integration and divergent viewpoints allowed for a more democratic and fair exchange
of ideas overall, which led to deeper understanding between the various groups and the
creation of new experiences [42].

4. Findings and Conclusions from the Project
4.1. The Essential Causes of Public Space Conflicts in the Hongqiao Community

Once the participatory community research workshop had concluded, we collected
and analyzed the residents’ demands and summarized the essential causes of spatial
conflicts in the Hongqiao community’s public square.

(1) More serious attitudes and negative feelings among community residents due to
intensified conflicts in public spaces.

Furthermore, we concluded from the quantitative data of the participatory research
that there was more interpersonal tension among the local residents (pre-intervention).
A certain number of participants showed an “average” or even “poor” relationship with
other local community residents. Data on another “hostility” factor (which responds to a
subject’s tendency to argue with others and not control their temper) was also high. Then,
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we took a qualitative research approach of user interviews to further understand residents’
perceptions of various generational groups. When talking about conflicts and problems
encountered in public spaces, participants of different age groups became emotional and
showed disrespect to other generational groups (some of them) in their speech. This
reflected that the relationship between the local residents was not harmonious.

(2) The surface of phenomena exacerbates groups’ one-sided perceptions of each other;
the stereotypical labeling of groups is evident during phenomena.

Conflicting desires in the square are reflected in the lively children shuttling around
the squares on their bicycles and in play on foot; there are also children running back
and forth on stage. At this point, the square dance leaders chase the children away rather
rudely, and this pattern is repeated many times. Over time, the actual image seen by other
groups in the square is that of older people rudely driving away children, creating a bad
impression of some of the older groups, and of older people in general.

(3) Because of the public nature of the square, each group applies their own biases to
explain their lack of empathy for the other groups.

In our research, we found that both groups stated that the square belongs to everyone,
and everyone has the right to use it. Each group sees the problem from its own perspective,
but although no one’s starting point is not wrong, conflict between the groups becomes
more and more intense as time goes on. The following are excerpts from the views of
some groups.

“We spent an hour and a half dancing with the children, running around unregu-
lated, in the midst of our bike runs—how are we going to hurt them? This has
happened before, so who is responsible for this? A square dance should be in the
middle of the square, with left and right symmetry.” (O2)

“We were playing in the square, as soon as we got close to them the dancers, we
heard the grandmother yelling at us from the side, not even letting us play nicely,
and we were out with the kids for such a long time, so why should our freedom
be restricted?” (C5)

“Children themselves are running around, the square is also to give them a free
space to move together, there should not be too much restriction. The dancers
should talk to the children with a little better attitude; they forget, they are also in
the community. But the dancers’ attitude is very bad, and sometimes they fight,
which we are not used to seeing.” (M6)

(4) Older people and children lack recognition and respect. Neither group has a platform
to express themselves. In addition, the younger groups have no sense of belonging.

In addition to the square dancing problem, we found that the older groups complained
about the lack of activity and resting areas, that they had no activity center, and that they
were “wandering and exiled”; in reality, the community is equipped with public facilities
such as gazebos and resting promenades, and the older groups can be seen resting and
chatting throughout the community. So, what are the reasons for these complaints?

In conclusion, according to the study, we found that negative intergroup attitudes
have a greater impact on people’s mental health after reaching a particular peak. This
leads to children becoming more and more inattentive to the elderly and older groups
becoming more and more lonely and out-of-touch, etc. Furthermore, the discrepancy
between the older community members’ complaints and the available facilities can be
explained by their desire to be valued, cared for and respected, rather than marginalized
by other community groups.

In addition, children’s rich imaginations and creativity should be explored and valued
in a community. Based on our observations and interviews, young people were unable to
find a place in the community where they could relate to each other.
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4.2. Quantitative Analysis of Intergenerational Attitudinal Perceptions

To quantify the intergenerational relationships among community residents, the effec-
tiveness of the co-creation approach was verified by comparing pre- and post-co-creation
interventions using the Intergenerational Attitudes Scale (Table 1).

Table 1. Intergenerational Attitudes Scale.

Age Sex

Strongly disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly Agree
5 4 3 2 1

Friendly Hostile
Happy Distressed

Understanding Generation Gap
Proactive Passive
Amiable Inaccessible

The details are shown in Figures 7–9.

Version October 9, 2022 submitted to Journal Not Specified 5 of 6

Figure 7

Figure 8

Figure 7. Children’s impressions of different ages. The children’s impressions of the different groups
changed significantly and positively after the collaborative co-creation.

Overall, as shown in Figures 7–9, there was a degree of improvement in perceptions of
each other through the collaborative intervention, especially in the ‘Understanding-Generation
Gap’, ‘Proactive–Passive’, ‘Amiable–Inaccessible’ scales; for example, children’s perceptions
of the older group as generational and inaccessible before the intervention decreased sig-
nificantly, from 4.2 to 2.3, 2.8 to 1.8 and 3.8 to 2.5, respectively. The attitude of children
to young and middle-aged people had also obviously changed; for example, the indicator
of ‘Understanding-Generation Gap’ went from 3.2 to 2.2, and the indicator of ‘Proactive–
Inaccessible’ went from 3.1 to 2.3; the change in the older group’s attitude toward other
groups was relatively small, but during the interview, many older people said they were
better able to understand the children after hearing their perspectives and desires. Regarding
the insignificant difference in the impressions of the middle-aged group, it could be seen
from the graph that the overall impressions of the middle-aged group before the intervention
were more positive toward the older group and the child group. As such, the difference
between before and after the intervention was small, and the changes in values were mainly
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concentrated in ‘Understanding-Generation Gap’ and ‘Proactive–Passive’. The authors then
conducted a study on middle-aged participants. The summary of the research results showed
that the middle-aged group’s own cognitive judgment is more solid, and that the results do
not change significantly. For more information on the scales, please refer to the Supplementary
Materials, Supplementary S1 (Community Needs) and Supplementary S2 (Survey).

Version October 9, 2022 submitted to Journal Not Specified 5 of 6

Figure 7

Figure 8
Figure 8. Old age groups’ impressions of different ages. The change in attitudes of the older age
group toward the other groups was not significant.

Version October 9, 2022 submitted to Journal Not Specified 6 of 6

Figure 9

Figure 10

Figure 9. Young and Middle-Age Groups’ Impressions of Different Ages. After the intervention,
the perceived impressions of the middle-aged and young adult groups were more proactive and
approachable than before, while the attitudes toward children were perceived as more friendly and
more welcoming than those of the older group.

Additionally, many of the participants in the interviews indicated that the co-creation
approach facilitated communication and co-creation among the participants, leading to a
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deeper understanding of other groups’ perspectives and a gradual reduction in intergen-
erational prejudice. It is the empathy of local residents and the positive change in their
perception of each other that has led to a gradual reduction in conflicts in the public spaces
of the community. The enthusiasm and willingness of the people to participate in activities
has also increased, which is a favorable sign of a healthy community ecology. Moreover,
the combination of integration and divergent perspectives allowed for a more democratic
and fair exchange of ideas among participants, leading to a deeper understanding among
groups and the creation of new experience.

4.3. Co-Creation Methodology Conclusions

At the end of the practice project, we reviewed the methods and activities within the
design process to summarize the strengths and weaknesses of the activities and where they
can be improved.

4.3.1. Community-Based Participatory Research

The ‘Truth or Dare’ form of community participation is a new experiment. The
theoretical basis for this participatory research comes from sociologist Randall Collins,
who theorizes that the underlying framework of social structure is the ‘ritual chain of
interaction,’ which emphasizes interactions that are structured in time through dynamic
contact between individuals in specific contexts to form an activity structure. Collins posits
that the increasing number of groups participating in social encounters and the extension
of the natural space from which these encounters emerge creates a macro-social framework.
Therefore, with the help of the community exhibit, the team proposed the concept of
‘community day’ and tried to create the first ‘encounter’ between residents at scale through
thematic activities close to community life, leading to a ‘community interaction chain’ that
the team developed as the prototype of a social structure.

Although research projects such as ours have made some progress, there are still
many problems. For example, (1) the universality of the activity format was weak, and the
participants of the weekend community day were mainly children and older people, while
the participation of other groups was relatively low. This is because young and middle-aged
people did not have a high demand for public space in the community, the community
was relatively closed, and the team had not undertaken extensive publicity. (2) The reward
mechanism was not appropriate. The team originally wanted to increase the motivation
of participants through rewards that differed according to the number of answers. As
mentioned above, although many residents were attracted, most of them were children
and some of them did not answer the questions seriously enough to earn additional prizes,
which made the results invalid. The effectiveness of rewards should be carefully considered
when organizing such activities to avoid counterproductive effects. (3) In addition to the
reward mechanism, some of the questionnaires were obscure and difficult to understand,
making them incomprehensible to some residents and requiring special explanation by
the researcher to complete. Therefore, the themes and content of the activities for all ages
should be universal to reduce the group’s frustration and trial-and-error rate.

4.3.2. Community Co-Creation Workshop

The problems that emerged from the workshops were mainly focused on pre-recruitment
and the dynamic development process. (1) The participation of older adult groups was
low, which was mainly because they did not receive the relevant information through
common dissemination channels, and they did not think they were suitable for this kind
of activity and were worried about feeling left out. (2) During the activity, the conflict
between the groups might have blocked some of the process. (3) The children’s groups
lacked team consciousness, had poor execution when co-creating and did not understand
some of the processes.

The team explored each of these situations. The older adult group was active in the
tea party and the participatory research session, but why did they resist the invitation



Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 2022, 19, 12908 13 of 20

to collaborate with other groups in the design of the new system? Through in-depth
discussions, we found that this was due to their sense of marginalization, the fear of being
disconnected from society and the fear of not being able to play a role, and therefore, they
refused to participate. A topic for future consideration is how to improve the self-confidence
of this group and give them a sense of respect.

Additionally, there were conflicts and disagreements throughout the workshop. If
such conflict points are properly controlled, they can facilitate communication and improve
mutual understanding; if poorly controlled, they can intensify and hinder progress. The
team encountered the latter in practice when the two sides disagreed over some features of
the public square, and the younger participants dropped out of the workshop in deference
to their elders. To avoid such situations, the team suggested that a democratic vote can be
taken by secret ballot, and that if there is stagnation, a ‘filing’ mechanism can be used to
suspend the current conflict and move forward with the next action.

Finally, developing the children’s sense of teamwork requires experienced facilitators
and ground rules that fit a younger mindset. Once these are established, a detailed ‘vision’
and goals can be created, and children can be informed that this will only be accomplished
through cooperation among participants, thus keeping their motivation high.

5. Discussion

Through our research, we verified that even in the face of more serious and sensitive
issues and difficulties, after spending time together and participating in co-creation activi-
ties, each age group reported mutual understanding and an improved relationship with
other community residents. In follow-up surveys, the number of conflicts in public space
had decreased. Residents also indicated that when they encountered similar disputes, they
would first understand the specific situation and then deal with it through negotiation.
This shows that through co-creation interventions, people are empowered to feel respected
and gradually move from being served to being active contributors to the community. This
ultimately benefits people’s psychological well-being and, moreover, enhances the group’s
social happiness.

We summarized the positive friendship relationship of the intergenerational group,
the driving factors and constraints in the process of organizational synergy and how they
are related to each other. In addition, we established the co-creation model by combining
our results with previous academic research and practice.

5.1. Influencing Factors and Constraints in Promoting Intergenerational Integration

Through a case practice, we have verified that the intervention of co-creation in
community design can effectively improve group relations in public spaces. Therefore,
combined with related studies aimed at enhancing social well-being, we posit that the
drivers of the co-creative design approach under I-I are the effectiveness of intergenerational
information communication, the visibility of I-G interaction, the cultural applicability of
themes and the accessibility of the design tools, including the intergenerational stereotypes
(social roles) of I-Gs and I-Gs’ stance on co-participation. These drivers and barriers are
described below.

5.1.1. Influencing Factors

• Cultural Applicability of Theme Settings

A universal theme helps individuals integrate more easily into a communicative
situation. Given the often high levels of diversity within a community (e.g., varying cultural
backgrounds, ages and jobs), it is important to consider whether community members’
interactions align with people’s general perceptions of the community as a whole. In our
study, members of the young and middle-aged groups, especially the youths, participated
more actively in the co-creation activities. This active participation and the fact that these
two groups interacted more frequently with each other than with the older group resulted
in many creative conceptual solutions. The older groups participated relatively passively
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in their activities, meaning that the cultural applicability of these themes had far-reaching
significance [43]. We can choose universal topics such as how to view community public
spaces, how to control littering, home study during the epidemic etc., which can enhance
the participation of the elderly group and combine their rich experience to produce effective
solutions [44,45].

• Information Effectiveness of I-Cs

Information effectiveness plays a decisive role in facilitating I-Cs, and the effectiveness
of communication depends on the output. This statement refers not only to the expression
of natural language (communication) but also to the use of non-verbal and other multi-
dimensional senses, such as the body, to enrich information output channels, which is
a process that also relates to the workings of the human brain. In addition, input is the
reception of information, and I-Gs may experience communication difficulties because
of intergenerational cognitive barriers, language communication differences and other
issues. As such, it is important to avoid asking participants to engage in overly complicated
activities and to allow individuals of all ages to participate [46,47].

At the same time, designers should focus on bridging intergenerational gaps in com-
munication and easing pressure on participants to interact with one another. During the
project, some of the older participants, who did not communicate with the other partici-
pants, were unfamiliar with the processes and instructions, slowing down the progress of
some groups. This eventuality acted as a reminder to the designers to manage the process
using rational measures. Examples include the use of more pictures, with a small amount
of text and a guide to explain the details of the process. Alternatively, they can integrate the
research questions and tasks in the storyline to enhance the effectiveness of the message in
a narrative way [48–50].

• Visibility of I-G Interactions

Visibility is the visual presentation of information. The activities of this pilot project
were presented in table form, and the participants were asked to discuss ideas and elaborate
on concepts. Although this method proved useful, there was room for further improvement
in the way that the participants interacted with the information. We suggest that in future
studies, the number and complexity of the tables should be controlled, and the design
of each stage should be as concise and precise as possible so that participants can easily
understand the purpose of the various tasks and the steps they need to take in a relatively
short space of time. We also suggest that future studies pay attention to the appropriate
distribution of text and images and use appropriate forms such as cards and stickers to
effectively present information, enhance the presentation of conceptual information, avoid
cognitive frustration and motivate group participation.

• Effective Use of GIS in Community Public Health

The strength of GIS lies in presenting the results of analysis (i.e., patterns in the data)
in the form of maps that are highly influential as well as visually expressive. These maps
combine multiple data in space as a way to answer various questions [51]. Therefore, the
application of GIS technology to community health information collection, health status
tracking, and policy planning is of great importance [52,53].

Although this technical application for GIS only relied on visual presentation, it also
had provided us with a lot of useful information. Therefore, in the subsequent study,
we plan to collect a wide range of physical and mental health conditions of community
groups and combine them with the community spatial environment to dynamically track
community conditions and build a community information map in all aspects. In turn,
we will plan and design corresponding activities and propose reasonable measures to
improve spatial and intergenerational relationships as well as related policies to address
the challenges of the future.
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5.1.2. Constraint Factors

• Intergenerational Stereotypes of Groups (Social Roles)

Social relationships and social roles are also included in the determinants of well-being
and mental health [54]. The Intergenerational Impression scale shows that the younger
community members had a one-sided and stereotypical image of the older group, which
indirectly led to the younger group deliberately reducing or even avoiding interactions with
the older participants in the experimental activities. During the post-activity interviews
(user interviews), the younger participants also mentioned their reluctance to communicate
because they felt that older people were “stubborn” and “old-fashioned”. The older
participants showed a willingness to communicate with the younger participants, who
were perceived to be full of energy and ideas. At the same time, the older participants
were concerned that they would be unable to play to their strengths; as a result, they often
remained silent, which led to misunderstandings, contradictions and conflicts. As such, we
posit that it is vital to find ways to improve intergroup perceptions and promote IR.

• Collaborative Participatory Position of the Group

Effective intercultural dialogue should be based on an egalitarian framework, that
is, treating all people equally and avoiding imposing one group’s characteristics on other
groups with different cultural backgrounds. At the same time, participants may experience
a certain degree of conflict as a result of the influence of diverse elements, including the
presence of different types of people. For example, in the case of the co-creation activity,
one group of young people reported feeling that older people could be more active in
outings and group activities to foster relationships, but many members of the older group
reported feeling more comfortable remaining in the community playing chess and chatting
with their peers. This conflict led to intense discussions, but no agreement was reached.
Our analysis showed that cultural differences stemmed from differences in understanding.
We therefore suggest that using empathy and promoting conceptual convergence require
experiential interaction that leads to new experiences and understanding [55].

• The Participants’ Collective Consciousness was not Unified

During the activity, we found that each group experienced varying degrees of slow-
down. We believe that this situation arose from the disorganization and actions of the
participants [56]. Although the participants discussed and co-created on the basis of their
common interests, the participants were autonomous in their choice of strategies, which
they based on their personal preferences. For example, some participants wanted to domi-
nate the discussion, providing the other participants with fewer opportunities to participate.
In addition, the younger participants did not fully understand the rules, which may have
affected the development of a collective consciousness. As such, we suggest that when
organizing activities involving children, researchers should provide a sound processing sys-
tem and experienced facilitators to assist children in completing their research, co-creation,
and other activities.

5.2. Co-Creation Model

In addition, we have established a theoretical framework for co-creation to promote
intergenerational integration in communities. In response to the conflicts encountered by
groups in public settings, theoretical approaches are used to uncover the core issues and
eventually organize the masses to find a solution. The details are shown below (Figure 10).
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Figure 10Figure 10. Co-creation method model.

5.2.1. Input of the Co-creation Method Model

As shown in Figure 10, the input and output components intersect to cultivate trusting
relationships that are interwoven into the overall methodology, as promoting intergenera-
tional integration in the community is centered on building trusting relationships among
the community’s residents [57]. Trusting relationships are divided into an outer core and an
inner core. The outer core refers to the cooperation and camaraderie between the researcher
(designers, stakeholders) and the residents, and the inner core reflects the mutual under-
standing, recognition and respect between community residents of all ages. The creation
and establishment of trusting relationships is a part of the overall process of community
design. As such, the foundation for co-creation is laid through the creation of relationships
between the inner core and the outer core.

Secondly, the model of ‘everyone initiates’ informs our methodological approach to
exploring problems that arise, using the theoretical framework of this co-creation approach.
This method encourages community residents of all ages to act as the callers and initiators
of community action, to raise questions and to organize discussions on community issues
with the aim of jointly finding appropriate solutions. The construction of the ‘everyone
initiates’ model should be based on the benefits of community relations as well as the
development of systematic and comprehensive guidelines for community members to
organize discussions amongst themselves.

The researchers use GIS technology to analyze and build community maps in a
comprehensive manner to gain insight into the community environment and the life
trajectory of local residents. Once the community identifies its problems, the researcher’s
goal is to identify the needs of the community and reach a consensus on establishing a
common vision. To explore the needs of the community, we suggest engaging community
members in discussions using the internal participatory research method. In the process of
endogenous research, we can combine the local properties of the community and the real
activities of the residents by holding an open day for the community. This process alters
the traditional roles of the interviewer and interviewees by using alternative interview
formats, for example interactive boards, booths and exhibitions, and allowing neighbors to
participate in the conversation. Researchers may also consider using incentive mechanisms
to increase participation.
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5.2.2. Output of the Co-Creation Method Model

For the output aspect of the co-creation method, community residents’ joint proposals
and co-creation are important elements of the initial research phase. Depending on the issue
that needs to be addressed in the community, the content and forms of co-creation activities
will vary. Combining our preliminary case collection and practical research, we suggest
that the elements for conducting intergenerational co-creation sessions should include
a targeted participant screening mechanism, a universal multidimensional experience
process, experienced facilitators and a professional toolkit for information visualization.

The community residents iterate this output concept after resolving the community co-
creation issues. Resident validation is broken down into internal iterations and peripheral
open proposals. Internal validation will enable groups to evaluate their impressions of the
other groups after the implementation of co-creation. Typically, co-creation workshops are
conducted in groups, and at the end of the workshop, audience members are permitted to
discuss and share ideas with one another. This step requires evaluation criteria that can
be established either by the research team designing a basic evaluation template based on
topic or by the residents themselves, who would be asked to develop their own evaluation
dimensions and degrees.

The community implementers’ collaboration is also vital in motivating the participants.
As the community project progresses, the research team, stakeholders and community
participants will carry out the initial research, identify and conceptualize the problem and
go through the interactive process to produce a plan that meets the needs of the community
and has the approval of the audience. The various participants will establish mutual
understanding and develop an awareness of the community and its needs. Although the
collaborative process is extremely useful, there are also many problems associated with
it that require researchers to establish strategies to monitor the implementation of the
project in real time and to provide dynamic feedback and coordination when problems
arise. An effective way to address these concerns is to build a self-organizing mechanism
that involves stakeholders in the process of providing real-time supervision. In addition,
researchers can use existing communication platforms to form an interoperable network of
neighborhood committees, residents, research teams and builders to provide immediate
feedback on the project.

Academics and practitioners are exploring sustainable operations and visions for the
future [58,59]. At present, individuals involved in community creation and design in many
practice projects have accumulated much experience and have established a variety of
rules for the early incubation and mid-term establishment stages. However, the long-term
management and maintenance of the latter stages is still in an experimental state, because
design teams are mostly removed from their projects. This feature often results in improper
management or a complete lack of management, rendering any results wasted. We therefore
suggest establishing an autonomous group led by a research team that brings together the
community committee and other stakeholders to discuss the basic operations of the project.
In other words, we suggest the establishment of a targeted program that considers the
attributes of the output, enhances the sustainable endogenous power of the community
and emphasizes the important role of each group to establish a future vision and promote
the needs of the community through its operation.

6. Conclusions

In the face of positive developments in future cities and communities, society is in-
creasingly concerned about people’s mental health, intergenerational interactions, and
other soft-level relationships in public environments. This study delves into the positive
transformation of intergenerational relationships in community contexts after the inter-
vention of design forces. Through collaborative co-creation, the role of communities is
gradually transformed to enhance their well-being and create a positive public health
and all-age friendly atmosphere. It also lays the foundation for sustainable community
operation and later maintenance.
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Throughout history, strong intergenerational relationships have been essential for
human survival and socialization [60,61]. Using practical examples, this article demon-
strates that co-creative interventions in social innovation practices can help promote mutual
understanding and alleviate stereotyping across all age groups. We assessed the effective-
ness of the co-creation methods multidimensionally using quantitative data, qualitative
interviews and a comparison of project outputs. We developed a theoretical model of
co-creative design approach for promoting intergenerational integration and creating a
healthy environment for positive communities. Meanwhile, the drivers and constraints of
the co-creation methods were summarized in practice, leading to the development of tai-
lored design strategies for the application of these methods in future community scenarios.
We also highlighted the importance of GIS in the future of community health.

In addition, we expanded the pool of participatory designs and workshops to develop
research methods applicable to promoting intergenerational communication and coopera-
tion. Through specific practice, it proved that high-quality intergenerational interactions
(communication, collaboration, etc.) improve intergenerational relationships to a certain
extent and lead to a healthy and positive psychological state.

This project has certain limitations, such as scalability. For example, considering the
cognitive level of the participants and the feasibility of the project, we chose a first-tier
Chinese city (Shanghai) as the target for the pilot study because of its cultural diversity and
strong sense of community belonging, which are the two factors that guaranteed audience
participation in the workshops. Furthermore, while also helpful in allowing us to intervene
using a co-creation approach that led to relatively smooth and productive collaboration
between groups, these features lacked universality. This research was conducted using
a combination of theory and practice; it has important implications for organized group
co-creation in the community. It is hoped that the results will be expanded and applied to
a wider range of contexts to explore a wider range of development possibilities. We also
hope that this project will result in the harmonious coexistence of older people with other
generations in a variety of locations.
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